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Field Notes:

March 4, 2002

New Farm Bill may change Southern Agriculture.
By: Dr. Ernie Flint, Area Agent/Agriculture
Mississippi State University Extension Service
The Farm Bill debate may seem mundane to most people, however in many ways it
promises to affect our lives. At present, two proposed versions are being discussed in
Washington; one originating in the Senate and the other in the House of Representatives.
The two bills not only deal with farmers and their crops and livestock, but also with land
use, the environment, nutrition, and a score of other subjects. A cursory study of the two
documents and the comments that have been made about them reveals that the Senate
version,1300 pages in length, is a “fleshed-out” work that attempts to ”please” more people. The
House document is “concise” at 400 pages, and deals with most of the same issues in a
somewhat more “conservative” format.
Both bills include dramatic changes in production agriculture, particularly dealing with
“corporate” farms. Many large farming interests in Mississippi fall within this description, even
though they are owned and operated by local families. An amendment introduced by senators
Grassley and Dorgan places further constraints on producers, essentially limiting benefits to
“hands-on” farmers and not the “absentee” landowner. Anticipation of the potential effect of this
type of legislation may be the incentive for some of the “restructuring” that is being done in
larger operations lately.
Another issue, the idea of denying meat packers the ability to own and produce their own
livestock, has also stirred heavy debate. This “hot-button” issue is part of the Senate bill but not
the House version. This could directly affect local cow-calf producers who supply animals to
feed lots by at least temporarily shutting down the market. A result might be the rebirth of
southern feedlots which have not been a significant part of our agriculture in over twenty years.
Both bills are “heavy” on conservation issues, reauthorizing and extending current
programs and creating new ones. The Senate version seems to place more emphasis on
regulatory management of these issues, whereas the House version relies more on incentivebases voluntary implementation.
There is a lot more to this story than I can outline here. Other issues include modified
nutrition programs, renewable energy sources, compliance with current trade agreements, and
rural development, just to name a few. It seems that most sources feel President Bush favors the
House version, but has not threatened a veto of either bill. If I had to speculate today I would say
that the final bill will be framed around the House version with some added emphasis on the
environment and nutrition from the Senate version, however the exact opposite may be true.
Nobody seems ready to speculate as to whether the bill will be finished in time to affect
the 2002 crop. If it’s not ready soon, temporary measures will be needed to carry agriculture

through this year. This will also put off the debate on the final bill, and may foster some
surprising changes in the bill. Personally, I hope an agreement can be finalized soon to put in
place a bill as near as possible to the House version. It seems to be most “friendly” to our
farmers, even though some aspects may bring about some radical changes. Change may be what
we need in some aspects of agriculture in order to keep local farmers in business. We have
found in the past that farm bills are usually best understood just before the new bill is enacted,
and this may be the case again.
I have summaries of the two documents that I can share if you want them. There is also a
lot of information on the web. The best site I have found is agweb.com. All the information is
still “educated guesswork”, but hopefully we will know more soon.

